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Faced with a surge in violence countrywide, President Armando Calderon Sol has authorized the
armed forces to offer logistical and technical support to the understaffed National Civil Police
(PNC). As a result, the army and the PNC initiated joint patrols on March 13. Nevertheless,
critics complain that some of the upsurge in violence has been deliberately provoked by agitators
interested in providing justification for the military's reinvolvement in public security matters.
Violent crime has increased steadily in El Salvador since the peace accords were signed by the
government and the rebel Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) in January 1992.
Under those accords, the government agreed to reduce the size of the armed forces and transfer all
public security responsibilities to a new, specially trained civilian police force. However, that process
has encountered many setbacks, complicated by the intransigence of government and military
officials, and by a lack of funds. Recently, Public Security Vice Minister Hugo Barrera reported that
over 500 armed assaults occur each day in El Salvador, one homicide occurs almost every hour, and
kidnappings have become routine. According to government statistics, in 1994 there were 9,135
homicides, 6,443 persons were injured in assaults, and 3,600 received death threats.
Barrera blamed the increase on a shortage of police; only 7,000 police agents are available when at
least 20,000 agents are needed to handle the country's public security problems. As a result, at the
end of February, President Calderon Sol announced that between 5,000 and 7,000 soldiers would
begin patrolling the streets to help the PNC combat the spiraling violence. "There will be security
in the countryside, on neighborhood roads, and on the highways," said the president. "There will
be patrols of both PNC officers and soldiers...because the Salvadoran people are demanding it." In
addition to patrolling the streets, the armed forces will supply technical assistance to the PNC in the
investigation of crimes, and in pretrial case preparation. Not surprisingly, however, the decision to
partially remilitarize public security drew sharp criticism from opposition politicians.
"The army is trained to fight guerrillas, not to handle peacetime confrontations," said former rebel
Nidia Diaz, who is now a representative in the legislature and is the head of the congressional
human rights commission. "This will mean a return to the earlier time of armed conflict, when the
armed forces constituted the country's public security force."
Many opposition groups believe that much of the violence in recent months has been deliberately
instigated by extreme-right groups to either roll back some of the reforms that came out of
the peace accords, such as the demilitarization of the police, or to influence the actions of new
peacetime institutions. Since January, for example, army veterans have been involved in radical
demonstrations that at times turned violent, leading to clashes with the civilian police. In the most
recent incident, on Feb. 14 hundreds of veterans held a protest demonstration to demand that the
government immediately provide them with retirement benefits that have been delayed for months.
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The demonstration erupted in riots in which three police agents were seriously injured and a police
car burned (see NotiSur, 01/27/95 and 02/24/95).
At the time, the Jesuit-run Universidad Centroamericana (UCA) charged that the veterans had been
manipulated by dissident military officers, both retired and on active duty. According to the UCA,
the dissidents hope that by maintaining such political pressure on the government, the Calderon
administration will make concessions that would allow the military to regain some of the influence it
lost since the war ended, such as control over security matters.
Meanwhile, President Calderon has said that his government is conducting a thorough investigation
to identify the persons responsible for instigating the recent demonstrations. He denied, however,
that anyone within his administration is attempting to disrupt "the reconciliation of the Salvadoran
people." According to the president, the "anti-democratic forces" attempting to destabilize his
government are minority groups from the extreme right and left. (Sources: Notimex, 02/26/95; Inter
Press Service and Reuter, 02/28/95; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE,
03/09/95, 03/13/95; Agence France-Presse, 02/26/95, 03/12/95, 03/13/95)
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